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WHAT WAS JESUS’ MISSION?

 In the words of an American punk rock band from Scranton, 
Pa, "there’s so much to be sad about these days."

 Regardless of your vantage point, we should all agree that 
there IS much to be sad about these days. You don’t have to look 
any further than your Twitter feed or local news to see that our 
world is messed up. Story after story, it’s hard to watch without 
feeling disgusted, begging for "The Late Show" to come on earlier.

 Maybe the dysfunction of this world (perhaps even some 
of the brokenness and dysfunction in your own life) has you 
genuinely longing for change and cultural transformation. Maybe 
your desire is for the things in this world, and in your life, to be 
made right Perhaps you long for evil to be dealt with and done 
away with for good. If that’s you, then you have a whole lot in 
common with those who awaited the coming King whom God 
promised in the Old Testament.

ISO: WONDER-WORKING MESSIAH W/ MILITARY EXPERIENCE
     
 These believers longed for the coming of the Messiah and 
held to Scriptures like Isaiah 9:6-7:

For a child has been born for us, a son is given to us; 

authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and 

there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his 

kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and 

with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore.
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 After a substantial period, this promised Son finally  
came. It was God Himself who eventually showed up, in the  
person of Jesus, and announced "The kingdom of God is at hand"  
(Mk. 1:14-15).
 
 "Finally!" they thought, "Game on! God has come to rescue 
us from Rome’s oppression, and make the world straighten up and 
fly right."     
 
 Even John the Baptist, whose mission in life was to prepare 
the way for Jesus, rejoiced at His coming by telling people He had 
come to separate the good from the bad and to judge with fire 
(Matt. 3:11-12). They couldn’t wait to get back to the way it was 
under King David: an independent and free nation with a 
powerful military.

 But when Jesus came onto the scene, none of those things 
appeared to happen. Jesus seemed to be content restoring sight 
to the blind, healing those born lame, cleansing lepers, raising 
the dead, and preaching good news to all. And, for a while, it 
seemed like Jesus was bringing this kingdom by using the power 
of miracles — and in some ways He was. Early in His ministry, it 
seemed like Jesus healed everyone he came across. Demons and 
diseases were no match for Jesus. This is what drew the crowds, 
this is what made Him famous. News of this Miracle Worker even 
made its way to Herod the Great (Mk. 6:14).

 This was the kind of power people craved (and still do). 
Perhaps you think Jesus could have fixed our broken world and 
the people within it by setting up a miracle shop at the main 
intersection between Judea and Galilee. He could book healing 
appointments back-to-back every day for the rest of His life. A 
toothache healing at 9:00 in the morning. A broken finger at 9:15. 
A limp leg cured at 9:30 and sight restored at 10:00 sounds good 
until you realize:

1. There’s not enough time in the day to see everyone.
2. After these healings, more issues of the flesh will inevitably 

arise (even those raised from the dead inevitably die again).
3. By emphasizing signs and wonders, people will miss the 

essence of their actual need: Reconciliation.

 Eventually, Jesus began withdrawing from crowds seeking 
Him only for what He can give them, and towards the end of his 
ministry, the miracles almost ceased altogether.

 All of this non-intervention left John the Baptist (while 
he was in prison) doubting if Jesus was even the One from God 
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who’d get the job done. He even sent messengers to Jesus asking 
if he should begin looking for another Messiah (Matt. 11:2-6). 
For those wanting a swift cleansing of the world, they ended up 
disappointed. 

 At the end of all Jesus’ traveling, teaching, miracles, and 
subsequent death and resurrection, He simply disappears (literally, 
He ascended into Heaven), seemingly leaving no kingdom that 
provides rescue or reform for the world. What the (expletive)?! 
 

RIGHT-HANDED VS. LEFT-HANDED POWER
    
 Jesus was perfectly capable of opening the proverbial 
"can" on all the world’s evil. So why the delay? Why not wipe 
everyone out and take over?

 In "Kingdom, Grace, Judgement: Paradox, Outrage, and 
Vindication in the Parables of Jesus," Robert Farrar Capon helps 
us to understand what Luther referred to as right-handed and 
left-handed power. Capon tells us right-handed power is the force 
needed to achieve the desired result. We use right-handed power 
because it is helpful in many situations in life. Yet it’s somewhat 
ineffective if you care more about maintaining a relationship than 
achieving a specific result. Using sufficient power to get a job 
done can often be more harmful than helpful when relationships 
are involved. As a result, right-handed power, while effective, isn’t 
always the best display of power. Capon describes this type of 
power as "direct, straight-lined power ... responsible for almost 
everything that happens in the world. And the beauty of it is, it 
works. From removing the dust with a cloth to removing your 
enemy with a .45, it achieves its ends in sensible, effective, easily 
understood ways."

 When preserving a relationship (rather than just getting a 
job done) is of importance, it is time to consider the other form of 
power Luther suggests: left-handed power. Left-handed power is 
paradoxical power. In fact, it doesn’t seem like power at all. Instead,
it appears like weak, shameful losing.

 So the answer to Jesus’ delay, which ultimately turns out 
to be for our good, is found in the use of left-handed power. 
Jesus certainly could have set things right and destroyed all 
those in opposition, but more important to Jesus is maintaining 
and restoring relationships—even with sinners (us). He uses the 
paradoxical form of power to win us back, rather than wipe us out. 
When you consider how He did this — dying on a cross — it’s a 
remarkably odd way of demonstrating power, isn’t it?
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 The cross was the instrument of death chosen by 
the Romans to declare their victory over someone in the 
most humiliating and painful of ways. If John the Baptist had 
not been beheaded earlier in prison, he would have been seriously 
doubting Jesus’ Messiahship at that point. In John’s mind, kings 
and Messiah’s don’t lose, and they most certainly don’t die.

JESUS KNEW HIS MISSION
     
 During the three years Jesus spent with His disciples, 
He spoke plainly, honestly, and soberly about why He came into 
this world. Like most people bent towards the winner’s circle 
(people like us), the disciples didn’t understand or believe Jesus’ 
announcement. Matthew, one of Jesus’ disciples, recorded, "From 
that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to 
Jerusalem and suffer many things ... and be killed, and on the third 
day be raised" (Matt. 16:21).

 It seems Jesus was familiar with the job description given 
Him before His birth (Matt. 1:21). Jesus wasn’t shy about why He 
came or cryptic about His mission. He said himself, "For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give His life 
as a ransom for many" (Mk. 10:45).

 While Jesus plainly told those closest to Him that His life 
would end in Jerusalem, it never really sunk in for them. And let’s 
not forget the time Peter reprimanded Jesus for talking about 
dying (Matt. 16:22). His inner circle still had their hearts set on 
Jesus being the prototypical action hero who would bring swift 
judgment on God’s enemies. Surely, there would be a heap of 
bodies and a whole lot of blood by the time He was done with 
them (aka, right-handed power).

 But in the end, it was Jesus’ body that was horrendously 
disfigured. It was His blood that was shed. Instead of judgment 
being brought on God’s enemies, it was brought on God’s Son. 
What kind of power is this?

On the surface, God’s intervention in this world through Christ 
seemed like non-intervention. What is God doing?! Why is He 
losing?! Why is He dying?! The Apostle Peter told us why when he 
explained that "... Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous 
for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God ..." (1 Pet. 3:18)

 In Jesus’ death, we come to discover the heart of God 
toward the losers of this world (me and you) who have done a 
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number on His creation: The restoration of a relationship. Or as we 
pointed out in Reclaim 1, reconciliation.    
 

GOOD NEWS: IT IS FINISHED
     
 For some of us, this might seem like an ineffective way to 
fix the world. As fans of a more direct approach, we would have 
preferred the Messiah arrive with a thorough clean-up operation. 
But instead of dealing with the world with military tactics, He 
chose to set a table for it.

 The mission of Jesus was not to fix the Roman Empire. It 
wasn’t His mission to disciple enough people so they could, in turn, 
disciple enough people to fix Rome and then the rest of the world. 
His mission wasn’t even to live a life of love and service that, if
emulated by others, would fix the world. While our hearts long 
for this world to be fully healed and advocate for things like 
discipleship and love, we must grapple with the plain truth that 
Jesus’ mission was to die. This simple reality is not only good 
news, it’s the best news this world has ever known.

 On the cross, Jesus announced His Father’s dealings with 
the sin problem of this world are: "FINISHED" (Jn. 19:28-30). Jesus' 
words of assurance that "It is finished" mean just that. Everything 
that ever needed to be done or ever would need to be done by us 
to be reconciled to God has been done. Neither you or anyone else 
could mess up or undo this work because ... well, it’s finished.

 It’s why we refer to the sufferings of Jesus as good news. 
It happened. The historical nature of it is what makes it news. The 
work of Jesus was never meant to be an inspirational model for 
you to adopt and apply to your life. It was indeed a single act of
love that reconciled the cosmos (Col. 1:20). It was a "left-handed" 
act, so subversively powerful that evil itself could not reverse it. 
It was a "left-handed" act, so powerful no one will ever need to 
do a single religious act — or lift a religious finger — to live in the 
freedom and family found at the table of our King.

 The good news for the broken (the only kind of people 
there are) is that God has never asked us to clean ourselves up 
or reach a certain level of righteousness before taking a seat at 
His table. Instead, He does for us (in Christ) what we could never 
do for ourselves. He provides us with everything needed to live 
and dwell in fellowship with Him. "For our sake, he made him 
to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God." (2 Cor. 5:21, see also Rom. 4:4-5)
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 In what Luther called "The Great Exchange," our sin 
was placed on Christ and, by faith, the very righteousness and 
perfection of Jesus are placed on us. This is the ultimate leveling of 
all playing fields. In Christ, there’s no boasting (Rom. 3:27-28).  
   
 Tim Keller says it well "The prostitute and king, male and 
female, Jew and Gentile, one race and another race, moral and 
immoral — all sit down as equals. Equally sinful and lost, equally 
accepted and loved."

BUILDING THE KINGDOM?
     
 As we look to the Scriptures through this lens, we learn that 
Jesus did bring a kingdom. It wasn’t the kingdom of right-handed 
power built with force and strength. Instead, it’s the left-handed 
power of a King who descends from His throne to die for the 
rebels of His Kingdom so they can live.

 The Kingdom of God, the rule and reign of Jesus Himself 
in the world, has no walls or boundaries. It doesn’t have ladders 
providing new levels to attain or obstacles we need to overcome. 
This is because the Kingdom of God is a King who has made 
everything, reconciled everything, and holds everything in Himself 
(Col. 1:15-20). He is the "Word," and there is not one ounce of soil 
found in this world that He’s made where He’s not been "sown" 
(Jn. 1:1; 14; Lk. 8:4-21).

 When we view the King and His Kingdom through this 
lens, we have to ask where all this talk of "building" or "ushering 
in" the Kingdom came from? All the mission conference rallying 
cries, passionate sermons, and marketing have led to the idea that 
somehow you and I are tasked with "advancing" the Kingdom 
like some sort of holy football team featuring a star quarterback 
named Jesus. We’ve even adopted phrases like "gaining Kingdom 
ground" and "a Kingdom win." The question begs to be asked, how 
can we advance a Kingdom that is already sown throughout the 
whole world?

 This brief look into the Scriptures shows us the Kingdom 
is not something we build or advance, but a King who has 
announced: "It is finished." Through Him, the Kingdom presently 
exists as an "unshakable" reality. Indeed, it is Someone we simply 
"receive" (Heb. 12:27-28). 

 Seeing this allows us to move from a mindset of building 
to resting while looking for opportunities to share the good news
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of the King, who has invited us all into a celebration of His 
finished work.

 After all, loving my neighbor as a guest at the table instead 
of a general contractor of a major missional project in my city 
actually frees me up to truly love them over the long haul.

THE KING OF KINGDOM ETHICS
     
 Making a big deal out of the three words "it is finished," and 
quoting Martin Luther will often sound an alarm in the minds of 
anyone who has migrated from churches focused on the individual 
aspects of salvation while neglecting the social implications they 
see in Jesus. If that’s you, we want to share a quick word.

 We share in your heart for your neighbors, neighborhoods, 
cities, states, and world. In fact, the Reclaim journey is designed 
to help you live into the "one another" verses in scripture among 
the disconnected and disenfranchised. However, we’ve found some 
aspects of the gospel focussed on social justice to be quite limiting 
in this pursuit, no different than the ones focused only on the 
individual aspects.

 First, if our heart is to love those disregarded in society 
because of their race, age, economic status, geography, gender, 
and so on then, we must remind ourselves that these acts of love 
are the fruit of the King — not the Kingdom itself. Our love can 
point to the King who loves the oppressed and is at work in us, 
but these acts are limited and temporary as they are dependent 
upon our being alive, in good health, having time, and a means of 
income to be generous. The Kingdom of God, however, is unlike 
our love. The love of the King is unfailing and eternal. Our love is 
frail and temporal, which is why Jesus never writes us in as the 
main character in the parables. All the parables Jesus tells about 
the kingdom are stories, not about what we can do, but about 
what God is like despite what anyone does or doesn’t do.

 To care for people while we’re here is good and worth our 
efforts. To invite people into the life of the King who will never 
leave them while we’re here transcends this temporal good. Far 
from an either/or position, this is a both/and position with a better-
than recognition. Advocating for someone to get a job while 
leveraging your networks, or feeding a hungry family is good, but 
neither compares to receiving the King Himself.

 Second, while confronting the injustices we see around us 
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and helping the victims, we can subtly begin communicating, 
"Only victims are welcome here." This emphasis provides little to 
no relief to the sinners in the equation — those victimizing others. 

 We need to remind ourselves that Jesus invited the 
oppressed and the oppressors to the table. Followers of Jesus 
included wealthy tax collectors (Matthew) and the poor. Exploited 
slave girls (Acts 16:16-18) and Roman soldiers (Mk. 15:39. 
The religiously oppressed (Mt. 11:28) and religious oppressors 
(Jn. 19:39). There was even a disciple of Jesus (one of the twelve 
closest to Him) that was a Jewish political terrorist named Simon 
who belonged to a group called "the Zealots." While the joy of the 
Gospel is that God delights to extend grace and forgiveness to us 
and to those we love, the offense of the Gospel is that God also 
delights to do the same for our enemies. 

 Lastly, it’s easy to trade environments centered on the 
performance of personal morality for environments focused on 
social involvement. Instead of the pressures to maintain
acceptable levels of personal sanctification through spiritual 
disciplines, people can be expected to be growing in wokeness, 
compassion, and involvement. The danger here is in how both 
camps introduce a conditionality to belonging that is foreign to the
unconditional belonging found in Jesus. In our experience, we’ve 
seen how this kind of conditionality leads to posturing and policing 
each other when it comes to behaviors and beliefs. This kind of 
culture never leads to real change and love; only acquiescence and
practice rooted in pressure.

 The real loss on both sides is that we continue to 
perpetuate the stereotype of the Church as a place of performance 
and challenge instead of comfort to an already exhausted world 
— the reason why most are disinterested in the Church in the first 
place.

 In reality, Christianity (in both its personal and social forms) 
becomes a means to the earthly end of fixing ourselves and the 
world around us. We understand the desire we all have to bring 
about the ideal life for ourselves and our neighbors in the here 
and now, but we have to remind ourselves of how God went about 
"fixing" the world. He bore all in death and raised all at once. 
For the One who cares infinitely more about social injustice and 
individual inconsistencies, He chose to die to forgive rather than 
to fix. There’s something important for all of us to consider in this 
seemingly foolish method of left-handed power.    
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 The Kingdom ethic above all Kingdom ethics is that the 
King came to die for the rebels, the religious, oppressors, and 
oppressed alike (Jn. 15:13). 

 His death and resurrection for ours is the only means we 
have to the love and unity we long to walk in. The crucified Son 
was God’s answer to every personal, global, and cosmic issue. 
Jesus said His mission — the one, not even His disciples grasped 
while He walked the earth with them — was to die. The salvation  
of the world came through the death of its King, and by Him  
alone "all things" are made right, because only by Him are  
they made "new" (Rev. 21).

 In Him, we’re free to join in whatever people, pocket, or 
place in the world without judging those who do, don’t or do 
otherwise. We can lead conversations on the Scriptures or serve 
soup or both. The question is will we rest in this "finished" work of
Jesus and relate this Good News to those we love? Or will we 
present to them that something else is still needed to change the 
world? 
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